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TO BE OR NOT TO BE— A PARENT
By Virginia Vickers Braun 
Office of University Relations 
University of Montana
MISSOULA—
"Becoming a parent is probably the most important decision you'll make 
in your life," Chris Isaacs, assistant professor of home economics at the 
University of Montana, recently told her students.
"We make clear, rational decisions about everything else in our lives," 
she said, "but decisions about parenthood often aren't rational."
Despite the availability of birth control information, a large percentage 
of all children born today are unplanned, she said. About 800,000 teen-agers 
become pregnant each year and about 90 percent elect to keep their babies.
Isaac's course, "Introduction to Family Relationships," swelled to 145 
students spring quarter, up from 100 winter quarter. Interestingly enough, a 
third of her class are freshmen. Twenty-eight are male. Thirty-eight percent 
are business majors.
Unlike the focus of most parenting classes, which is on childbirth and 
delivery, Isaacs' emphasis is on helping people to decide whether or not to 
become parents and on the problems and joys that result from parenthood
Reasons most often cited for wanting children, she said, include the 
desire to continue the family line, an unselfish desire to teach and give love 
to another human being, and a desire for emotional security, particularly in
(over)
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in old age. Other reasons are to give life meaning, to give oneself adult 
status, to appease one's parents, to add fun and enjoyment to life, and to 
achieve, through children, certain unobtained goals or skills.
Many people think having children will improve their marriage, but, Isaacs 
said, a lot of data shows this is untrue. Children tend to add more stress to a 
relationship, she said.
Couples should consider the financial costs before having children, she 
said. It costs $1,500-$3,000 just to have a baby.
In addition to the financial drawbacks, reasons often cited for not having 
children include loss of freedom, interference with the woman's career, the 
unpleasantness of child-rearing, concerns about the child's health, and concerns 
about the state of the world. Time constraints are another major concern.
Studies have shown that after having children, spouses have less time to spend 
with each other and less time to spend with their friends.
Also men and women differ in the amount of time spend interacting with 
their children. "Non-working mothers spend an average of nine hours a day in 
direct contact with babies," she said "in feeding, diapering and cleaning up 
after them." Mothers with two preschoolers interrupt what they're doing every 
two to five minutes to check up on their children and make sure they're all right.
Fathers, on the other hand, spend an average of only 12 minutes a day 
interacting with their preschool-age children, she said. Men spend most of 
their time playing with their children rather than actually caring for them, 
she added.
According to Isaacs, who has a Ph.D. in developmental and child psychology, 
40 percent of all visits to pediatricians is due to parenting problems, not 
physical illness.
Getting through the routine chores is likely to cause many of the problems, 
Isaacs said. Eating, going to bed, toilet training and getting dressed tend to
be times of high stress and conflict.
I
Isaacs, who counseled parents for six years before coming to UM this 
January, said, "Five to six o'clock in the evening is the all-time worst time 
of the day for most people." This is when people come home tired after work, 
when the children are hungry and demanding, and when many women are busy making 
di nner.
Marital happiness and good child-rearing skills go together, Isaacs said. 
The best parents set limits for their children and are consistent about enforcing 
them. Researchers have shown that children whose parents are authoritative but 
loving tend to be friendly, self-reliant and self-controlled, she said. Children 
whose parents are authoritative but not loving tend to be discontented and with­
drawn. Parents who set no limits and are too permissive with their children 
tend to have children who are not self-reliant, have no self control and low 
self esteem. Isaacs said the majority of parents today are warm and loving 
but too permissive.
If a $11,665 proposal for funding is approved, Isaacs said, the home 
economics department plans to establish a center for parent education at UM.
The center would offer courses and counseling for both prospective parents and 
parents and would provide a research site for studying parent-child interactions.
"I think parent training has been considered kind of simplistic and un­
necessary," Isaacs said. "But," she said, "many of the difficulties we see in 
families and our society are an indication of the need for parent education."
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